4     CANONICAL AND   UNCANONICAL  GOSPELS.

Questions of a similar kind arise about the
Four Gospels. We propose to sketch their
history, as far as it is known at present.

It is fortunately not necessary to give the
whole history. From the beginning of the third
tfentuiy, the Church certainly treasured the Four
Gospels as the primary documents of the faith.
There is no room for dispute here. From this
time, the Christian Fathers' writings are nume-
rous and well preserved in the main, and by
their numerous quotations leave no room to
doubt that the Four Gospels were regarded as
the kernel of Christian belief and teachings.

With the second century, the case is somewhat
different. Of the Christian literature of that
century hardly a tithe has survived. Much of
what does remain was addressed to heathens,
to whom it was of little use to quote Scripture.
Thus, to some writers on the Canon, the second
century has appeared an impassable gulf, to
others a shallow stream which may be crossed
by safe stepping-stones, if not by an easy bridge.
A sketch of the history of the Church generally
during the second century will be helpful, before
touching on the history of the Gospels during
the same period.